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POEM FOR MY FATHER AT SANSSOUCI 
 
 
 
The vineyards tumble downhill, nobody knows where. 
Rain comes and goes, it is impossible to rely on. 
Our quiet garden paths of snapdragon and hedge 
lead to the weeping tree; its branches sweep the ground. 
An eagle’s stone eye stares over the water 
and the slow herd of clouds turns north to Berlin.  
Life is not yet over. The red rococo silk  
still curls with fleur de lis, putti cling   
to the ceiling and don’t remember why.  
A terrible purity moves in the high leaves. 
It’s worse that way, to live for centuries. 
Better to wipe the long rooms of childhood clean, 
grey hours in Harrogate, buried bottles of whisky. 
One by one they fly out like sweet wrappers 
into the blue sky, the grey sky, small suicides. 
No one will lead you, no one will follow you 
when you migrate to darker eaves. 
I have seen the swallows foraging there 
for winter material in the meagre fibres. 
They gather twigs and drop their feathers.  
That is their sadness, they ask for nothing. 
Death will find them in the high towers 
where they wait in makeshift nests; 
the wind will seal their eyes together 
so they forget even the light, and shut it out.  
 
